Cooperation at the international level is one of the most important ingredients for making progress toward improving the global environment. During the last 20 years environmental treaties have proliferated, with nearly 200 being drafted and placed into law (1 How important is the Great Lakes basin to Canada and the United States? One-fifth of all the fresh surface water of the earth is contained in the Great Lakes. The basin is rich in agricultural land, mineral deposits, extensive forests, and diverse wildlife. Because of these attributes, many people have been attracted to the basin, so that today there are over 32 million people living there. Employment in the basin represents nearly 11% of the total binational workforce and 15% of all manufacturing jobs (2) . Considering these figures, it is not hard to understand why there is severe environmental stress on this ecosystem and why the protection of this ecosystem is important to these neighboring nations.
Effectiveness of the GLWQA can be judged in many ways. Significant reductions of the phosphorus loading have been achieved. Ambient concentrations of most toxic inorganic and organic chemicals contaminants have declined to below the goals set by the agreement (4). Concentrations of toxicants in fish and bird species have also declined on a lakewide basis, and increases in the reproductive success and in the populations of bald eagles, doublebreasted cormorants, herring gulls, and other predatory birds in the Great Lakes basin have been observed (5) . In addition, the concentrations of PCB and organochlorine pesticide residues in breast milk have declined and are lower than those reported in European countries (6) . Although much needs to be done, it is doubtful that this degree of success would have been possible without the cooperation of both the United States and Canada (7) .
One of the programs that Canada has established under the GLWQA is the Great Lakes Action Plan (GLAP), which focuses on accelerated cleanup of the contaminated areas as well as prevention of future pollution. The most recent United States' initiative is the issuance of the final Great Lakes Water Quality Guidance by the U.S. Environmental Protection Agency. The ecosystem-wide guidance is intended to provide a framework and consistent policy for the eight states surrounding the lakes for further reduction of the toxic chemicals that have contaminated the Great Lakes basin.
In this month's issue of the Environmental Health Perspective Supplements, 11 articles focus on the health effects of pollutants in the Great Lakes. The articles grew out of the Canadian Great Lakes Health Effects Program (GLHEP), which is one of the major initiatives of the GLAP. The GLHEP looks at the human health effects from Great Lakes pollutants and supports research and dissemination of health information. The articles contain both original research and reviews that reflect some of the accomplishments of the first five years of the GLHEP. The areas covered include immunotoxicity, neurotoxicity, and reproductive toxicity. Readers will find these papers to be a valuable resource on the human health impact of environmental contaminants in the Great Lakes basin.
Although international cooperation to address environmental issues is complicated by limited funding, trading concerns, financial limitations, international sovereignty, etc., innovative approaches must be developed. Changing in voting mechanisms have been used successfully to allow for amendments to strengthen existing treaties, as has the use of "soft laws"; i.e., nonbinding agreements that depend on moral persuasion and public embarrassment (8) . Although the negotiations for such treaties are extremely difficult and their success is not assured, there are no other alternatives. As the great baseball player and tongue-in-cheek philosopher, Yogi Berra, said: "When you get to a fork in the road, take it!" Thomas J. Goehl Science Editor
